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Executive Summary

PURPOSE OF THE PROJECT

In the aftermath of the attacks on September 11,
2001, and subsequent terrorist attacks elsewhere
around the world, a key counterterrorism concern
is the possible radicalization of Muslims living in
the United States. Yet, the record over the past
eight years contains relatively few examples of
Muslim-Americans that have radicalized and turned
toward violent extremism. This project seeks to ex-
plain this encouraging result by identifying charac-
teristics and practices in the Muslim-American com-
munity that are preventing radicalization and vio-
lence.

This objective was pursued through interviews of
over 120 Muslims located in four different Muslim-
American communities across the country (Buffalo,
Houston, Seattle, and Raleigh-Durham), a comprehensive
review of studies and literature on Muslim-American
communities, a review of websites and publications of
Muslim-American organizations, and a compilation of
data on prosecutions of Muslim-Americans on violent
terrorism-related offenses.

A review of these materials has led to recommen-
dations on how the positive anti-terrorism lessons of
Muslim-American communities can be reinforced.

FINDINGS

This research resulted in a number of related find-
ings:

Increased Anti-Muslim Bias. Since 9/11, there has
been increased tension among Muslim-Americans
about their acceptance in mainstream American society.
Muslim-Americans perceive a stronger anti-Muslim bias
from both their day-to-day interactions and the media,
a bias that is confirmed in public opinion polling. While
Muslim-Americans understand and support the need
for enhanced security and counterterrorism initiatives,
they believe that some of these efforts are discriminatory,
and they are angered that innocent Muslim-Americans
bear the brunt of the impact of these policies.

Low Numbers of Radicalized Muslim-Americans.
Although the vast majority of Muslim-Americans reject
radical extremist ideology and violence, a small number
of Muslim-Americans have radicalized since 9/11. In
the eight years following 9/11, according to our project’s
count, 139 Muslim-Americans committed acts of ter-
rorism-related violence or were prosecuted for terror-
ism-related offenses that involve some element of vio-
lence. This level of approximately 17 individuals per
years is small compared to other violent crime in Amer-
ican, but not insignificant. Homegrown terrorism is a
serious, but limited, problem.

Practices of Muslim-American Communities Prevent
Radicalization. Our research shows that a variety of
practices of Muslim-American communities may be
helping to prevent and address instances of radicalization.
These practices include the following:

* Public and private denunciations of terrorism
and violence. Muslim-American organizations and
leaders have consistently condemned terrorist vio-
lence here and abroad since 9/11, arguing that
such violence is strictly condemned by Islam. Our
research found that these statements were not
Jjust for public consumption, but were supported
by local Muslim religious and community leaders,
who consistently condemned political violence in
public sermons and private conversations. These
statements represent powerful messages that res-
onate within Muslim-American communities.
Self-policing. Muslim-Americans have adopted
numerous internal self-policing practices to prevent
the growth of radical ideology in their communities.
The practices range from confronting individuals
who express radical ideology or support for terrorism,
preventing extremist ideologues from preaching in
mosques, communicating concerns about radical
individuals to law enforcement officials, and purging
radical extremists from membership in local mosques.
Muslim-Americans have also adopted programs
for youth to help identify individuals who react in-
appropriately to controversial issues so they can
be counseled and educated.
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Community-building. The creation of robust Mus-
lim-American communities may serve as a preven-
tative measure against radicalization by reducing
social isolation of individuals who may be at risk of
becoming radicalized. The stronger such commu-
nities are, in terms of social networks, educational
programs, and provision of social services, the
more likely they are to identify individuals who are
prone to radicalization and intervene appropriately.
Undermining radicalization is frequently not the
primary goal of these community-building activities,
which are generally aimed at strengthening com-
munity resources in response to the increased
social and governmental pressure that Muslim-
Americans have experienced since 9/11. However,
our research indicates that these activities may
have the positive side effect of reducing the
likelihood of radicalization.

Political engagement. Heightened political activity
of Muslim-Americans since 9/11 is also a positive
development for preventing radicalization. Political
engagement channels grievances into democratic
forums and promotes integration of Muslim-Amer-
icans into an important aspect of American life. At
the national level, Muslim-Americans are following
the example of other American minority groups by
creating advocacy organizations to express their
political goals. At the local level, community leaders
work through political avenues to pursue community
interests. These activities demonstrate to Muslims
in the United States and around the world that
Muslims are able to participate in the full range of
American life and that their grievances can be ef-
fectively addressed through peaceful means. Like
community-building, increased participation in
democratic politics did not occur for the purpose
of preventing radicalization, but it too may have
had the same positive side effect.

Identity politics. The expression of a Muslim-
American identity has taken on an increasingly as-
sertive tone in the years since 9/11. While some
observers are concerned that heightened expressions
of piety may be a sign of impending radicalization,

our research suggests otherwise. The assertion of
Muslim-American identity follows the precedent
of other racial, ethnic, and religious groups in the
United States: they have embraced the compatibility
of minority and American identities. Increased piety
among Muslim-Americans also serves to undercut
the radical message that American values and
practices are hostile to Islam.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Research findings suggest that radicalization in the
United States can be minimized by taking the fol-
lowing steps to reinforce successful anti-radicalization
activities of Muslim-American communities and
create a more positive environment for Muslim-
Americans:

1. Encourage Political Mobilization. Increased po-
litical mobilization is the most important trend identified
by this study, as it both stunts domestic radicalization
and provides an example to Muslims around the world
that grievances can be resolved through peaceful dem-
ocratic means. We recommend that policymakers in
the major political parties embrace this mobilization by
including Muslim-Americans in their outreach efforts
and by organizing them to gain their support, as they
do with other ethnic and religious groups. Similarly,
public officials should attend events at mosques, as
they do at churches and synagogues. Muslim-American
groups should also be fully included in American political
dialogue.

2. Promote Public Denunciations of Violence.
Denunciations of terrorism and violence are an important
reflection of Muslim-American opinion and values. The
Muslim-American community should disseminate these
statements widely. Public officials should reference these
statements whenever possible and the media should
include them in their coverage of terrorism and security
issues.




This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report has not
been published by the Department. Opinions or points of view expressed are those of the author(s)
and do not necessarily reflect the official position or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.

3. Reinforce Self-Policing by Improving the Rela-
tionship Between Law Enforcement and Muslim-
American Communities. Muslim-American communities
are taking a variety of measures to prevent radicalization.
While there have been important achievements in
building a cooperative, trusting relationship between
Muslim-Americans and law enforcement, there have
also been tensions due to controversial law enforcement
techniques, lack of communication, and breakdowns
in trust. Muslim-American communities and law en-
forcement agencies must make efforts to cooperate
more closely to overcome mutual suspicions and achieve
common goals. An important element of increased
cooperation would be to initiate a candid dialogue be-
tween law enforcement and Muslim-American com-
munities about the handling of criminal cases and the
use of informants. Law enforcement agencies should
develop policies on the appropriate use of informants
in Muslim-American communities and discuss these
policies openly with community leaders. Muslim-Amer-
icans, for their part, should understand that the use of
informants is an accepted, long-standing law enforce-
ment practice and may be necessary in appropriate
cases to gather evidence on individuals who are a po-
tential danger. In addition to addressing grievances
about law enforcement tactics and operations, the re-
lationship could be strengthened and solidified by
hiring more Muslim law enforcement officers, increasing
outreach to non-religious entry points to the community,
and expanding the FBI’s Bridges Program and Citizen's
Academy.

4. Assist Community-Building Efforts. Strong com-
munities can provide education to Muslims who may
be uninformed about Islamic opposition to terrorism,
provide guidance and positive experiences for youth,
and identify individuals at risk of radicalization. We rec-
ommend that all levels of government make additional
efforts to provide community-building resources such
as youth centers, childcare facilities, public health clinics,
and English as a Second Language courses in disad-
vantaged Muslim-American communities. These re-
sources are especially important in isolated immigrant
communities.

5. Promote Outreach by Social Service Agencies.
Our research suggests that Muslim-American commu-
nities desire collaboration and outreach with the gov-
ernment beyond law enforcement, in areas such as
public health, education, and transportation. Moving
toward this type of engagement acknowledges that
Muslim-American communities have needs and concerns
other than contributing to the nation’s counterterrorism
efforts.

6. Support Enhanced Religious Literacy. This re-
search reinforces the generally accepted observation
that Muslim-Americans with a strong, traditional religious
training are far less likely to radicalize than those
without such training. Since it would be inappropriate
for government to play a role in this area, the Muslim-
American community should invest in developing sem-
inaries, leadership programs, and on-line educational
courses. Foundations and universities should assist in
these efforts.

7. Increase Civil Rights Enforcement. Enhanced
civil rights enforcement will contribute toward addressing
Muslim-American concerns about increased discrimi-
nation since September 11, 2001.
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In his speech at Cairo University, President Obama
proclaimed, “Islam has always been a part of Amer-
ica’s story.”" He noted that Muslim-Americans have
“fought in our wars, they have served in our gov-
ernment, they have stood for civil rights, they
have started businesses, they have taught at our
universities, they’ve excelled in our sports arenas,
they‘ve won Nobel Prizes, built our tallest building,
and lit the Olympic Torch.” Underneath links to
the text of this speech, on the White House website,
was a short video about three Muslim-Americans
serving in the United States government. One of
them, Afeefa Syeed, who moved to the United
States as a young girl and now serves in the State
Department, explained that she found “no contra-
diction between being a Muslim and being an
American. ... [Tlhe comfort zone that | have is here
in America, because of the simple seamless con-
nection between the two identities that forge into
one.”?

In contrast, two weeks earlier, the nation focused
on the foiled terrorist plot of four men from Newburgh,
New York, who are accused of attempting to bomb
two synagogues in the Bronx and shoot down military
aircraft with surface-to-air missiles. The four were de-
scribed by authorities as Muslim converts. According
to the criminal complaint, each said he was willing to
engage in “jihad,” and one of the plotters justified his
action by saying that the military is “killing Muslim
brothers and sisters in Muslim countries, so if we Kill

Introduction

them here with I.LE.D.s and stingers, it is equal.”®
Massive media coverage of the arrests amplified what
New York Police Department Commissioner Raymond
Kelly described as “our concern about homegrown ter-
rorism.”#

These two divergent examples of Muslim-Ameri-
cans—the comfortably assimilated federal employee
and the radicalized, anti-American jihadist—have dom-
inated the national discourse about Muslim-Americans
since 9/11, a discourse that has amplified since a spate
of arrests and incidents involving Muslim-Americans in
2009, most notably, the shooting spree by Nidal Hasan
at Fort Hood that killed 13 people and seriously
wounded dozens more.

Despite the massive publicity that accompanies any
instance of “homegrown terrorism,” it is widely ac-
knowledged that the vast majority of Muslim-Americans
are ordinary, hard-working citizens and legal immigrants
who make up part of the American cultural tapestry
while practicing their minority faith. At the same time,
there are a small number of Muslim-Americans who

“Islam has always been
a part of
America’s story.”

have adopted extremist radical ideologies and engaged
in illegal, and sometimes violent, conduct to advance
those views.

Most research about Muslim-Americans since 9/11
has tried to explain what might prompt an individual
enjoying all the advantages of living in the United
States to adopt a radical, violent ideology.® Other
research has examined governmental efforts to gain
the assistance of Muslim-American communities in iden-
tifying potential terrorists and thwarting terrorist plots.®
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This project addresses the topic from a different
perspective. Instead of analyzing what has happened
to the few Muslim-Americans who have radicalized
and broken the law, we examine why so few Muslim-
Americans have followed the path of radicalization
and violence. Instead of trying to assess the effectiveness
of the government’s outreach efforts in Muslim-
American communities as a means of preventing ter-
rorism, this project examines what Muslim-Americans
communities are doing themselves to prevent radical-
ization and acts of violence. The goal of the project is
to learn how Muslim-American communities have been
dealing with the threat—to themselves as well as the
broader American community—posed Dby extremist
ideologies. These insights provide the basis for recom-
mendations about additional steps government agencies
and Muslim communities should take to meet the
threat of domestic terrorism.

In place of speculation, this project has generated
social-science evidence about how and why Muslim-
American communities have resisted radicalization and
political violence. Why have there been relatively few
examples of Muslim-Americans who have engaged in
terrorist activity? What characteristics of Muslim-American
communities have enabled them to counter the radical

Our research focused on Muslim-Americans in four
communities: Seattle, Houston, Buffalo, and
Raleigh/Durham (see “Research Site Profiles,” begin-
ning page 12). These communities were chosen because
they are moderate sized and have not been subject to
prior research efforts. Members of our research team
lived in each of these communities for two- to three-
month periods and conducted more than 120 in-
depth interviews with community leaders and other
Muslim-Americans. Interviews probed how individuals,
parents, and community organizations, including
religious organizations, have dealt with the challenge
of Islamic radicalism. Interviewees were asked about
the steps their communities have taken to prevent
radicalization and their views on governmental outreach
efforts and counterterrorism policies. In addition to
these interviews, data has also been drawn from an
extensive review of Muslim-American publications and
websites of major Muslim-American organizations.

We believe this collective research yields anti-terror
lessons critical to the success of our national countert-
errorism effort. Up to now, law enforcement efforts
have effectively stymied most of the small number of
homegrown terrorists that have planned or attempted
to execute attacks in United States. Our national goal,

Our national goal ... must be to ensure that
even fewer individuals head down the path of
radicalization and political violence

message that is being transmitted across the globe?
What policies should be adopted to reinforce Muslim-
American communities” successes? What can Muslim-
American communities do to reinforce and extend
these successes?

however, must be to ensure that even fewer individuals
head down the path of radicalization and political vio-
lence. Understanding the factors within Muslim-
American communities that are effectively stunting the
growth of radicalization within the United States will
be the key to achieving this important objective.
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1. THE MusLIm-
AMERICAN EXPERIENCE SINCE 9/11

The attacks of September 11, 2001, were a national
trauma for the United States, and they were
especially traumatic for Muslim-Americans. Mus-
lim-Americans were subjected to the same fears as
other citizens regarding personal security and po-
tential future attacks, and their lives as Muslim-
Americans became severely complicated because
the perpetrators identified themselves as Muslims.

Part 1.
Homegrown Terrorism:
Rhetoric and Reality

shopping for their families; some don’t want to go
about their ordinary daily routines because, by wearing
cover, they're afraid they'll be intimidated. That should
not and that will not stand in America.”® Bush com-
mented that those who “take out their anger” against
“our fellow citizens ... represent the worst of humankind

. and they should be ashamed of that kind of
behavior.”® Throughout his presidency, Bush made a
point of visiting mosques and commemorating the
contributions of Muslim-Americas with the nation.®
Iftaar dinner has become an annual tradition at the
White House.

The attacks of September 11, 2001,

One form of backlash against Muslim-Americans
expressed itself as social pressure, including hate crimes
and widespread suspicion by other Americans. Hate-
crimes against Muslims rose from 28 in 2000 to 481
recorded incidents in 2001, and current levels remain
about five times higher than prior to 9/11.7 A poll five
years after 9/11 found that 39 percent of Americans
believed that Muslims living in the United States were
not loyal to the United States, 34 percent believed that
they were sympathetic to al-Qaida, and 44 percent re-
ported that Muslim-Americans were “too extreme in
religious beliefs.”®

To address the fears Muslim-Americans were expe-
riencing, President Bush visited the Islamic Center of
Washington, D.C., six days after the attacks. In his
statements at the mosque, President Bush acknowledged
these fears and noted the difficulties faced by women
who exercised their religious freedom to wear a
headscarf or other covering: “I've been told that some
fear to leave [their homes], some don't want to go

... were especially traumatic
for Muslim-Americans

In the immediate aftermath of the attacks, Congress
also expressed its support by enacting a resolution
that condemned acts of violence and discrimination
against Arab-, South Asian-, and Muslim-American
communities, noting that they “are a vital part of the
Nation.”11

Law enforcement officials also made substantial
efforts to reach out to the Muslim-Americans after
9/11. In June, 2002, FBI Director Robert Mueller spoke
before the Muslim-American Council (AMC), despite
protests by some commentators that the AMC had
links with terrorist organizations.'? Mueller said:

I am here because we must all be in this
war against terrorism together and because
a sound and trusting relationship with the
Muslim community can only bear the fruit
of a safer nation for us all. | appreciate the
help and support many in the Muslim-Amer-
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ican communities have already given us,
especially over the past nine months, and |
call on you, as Americans, to continue work-
ing with us to defeat terror.'3

Mueller added that Muslim-Americans had cooper-
ated with investigations, provided information, partici-
pated in community meetings with FBI agents, and
even volunteered to quit their jobs to become translators
for the FBI.1*

A second form of backlash involved government
anti-terrorism programs that had a severe impact on-
Muslim-American communities, including:

e The FBI investigation of the 9/11 attacks resuilted
in the detention of at least 1200, mostly Muslim,
citizens and aliens based on FBI investigative leads
and “anonymous tips called in by members of the
public suspicious of Arab and Muslim neighbors
who kept odd schedules”;'®
The National Security Entry-Exit Registration System
(NSEERS), required registration, fingerprinting, and
photographing of approximately 84,000 aliens from
25 Muslim and Arab countries; '

Two Justice Department initiatives to interview
8,000 young Middle Eastern men for information
relating to terrorism;'?

A secret program to conduct radiation monitoring
at hundreds of mosques and other prominent
Muslim sites in five cities; and'®

The closing of seven U.S.-based Muslim charities
and the raiding of six others."?

These programs have resulted in thousands of de-
tentions and deportations, hundreds of arrests, but
only a handful of prosecutions on non-violent charges.
At the same time, these policies have generated con-
siderable fear among Muslim-Americans that they are
being singled out for heightened scrutiny, and that
their innocent conduct could be improperly construed
as support for terrorist activities. While this was not the
intended effect of the government’s policies, it is nec-
essary to acknowledge that these fears are deeply felt
among many Muslim-Americans. In the words of soci-
ologist Louise Cainkar, who conducted hundreds of in-
terviews in the Chicago area, Muslim-Americans suffer
from a very real sense of “homeland insecurity.”?! En-
gaging Muslim-Americans in future counterterrorism
efforts must take this background into account.

In the words of sociologist Louise Cainkar
... Muslim-Americans suffer from a very real sense of
“homeland insecurity”
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2. FEAR OF
THE “HOMEGROWN THREAT”

In the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, America per-
ceived the terrorist threat as having three potential
sources: 1) al-Qaida or other extremist groups
located abroad, 2) sleeper cells of al-Qaida members
living secretly inside the United States, and 3) indi-
viduals living inside the United States who might
radicalize and initiate attacks, either on their own
or at the direction of foreign groups.

violent jihadist message. These homegrown terrorists
may prove to be as dangerous as groups like al-Qaida,
if not more so.”?2 Later that year, Mueller noted,
‘Among this world of threats, the prevention of another
terrorist attack is our number one priority. We are par-
ticularly concerned about the threat of homegrown
terrorist cells.”?®* He estimated that the FBI was inves-
tigating “certainly hundreds” of people within the
country.?*

Members of Congress also identified homegrown
terrorism as a dangerous and growing concern. Repre-
sentative Jane Harman commented, “Domestic radi-
calization that leads to violence in the American home-

“We are particularly concerned about

Concerns about the third source, so-called “home-
grown terrorism,” have been prevalent since 9/11, but
the concerns have grown in relation to the other cate-
gories as time has passed without any additional large-
scale attacks inside the United States. The public’s fear
of homegrown terrorism became especially acute after
the July 2005 bombings in London, perpetrated by
Muslims born in the United Kingdom. Many in the
United States applied the logic that if young men born
in a free and open society like the United Kingdom
could be inspired by radical ideology to commit terrorism
against their fellow citizens, then the same could
happen here.

Similarly, some public officials have made statements
identifying homegrown terrorism as a high level security
threat. In a speech in 2006, FBI Director Robert Mueller
claimed, “Today, terrorist threats may come from smaller,
more loosely-defined individuals and cells who are not
affiliated with al-Qaida, but who are inspired by a

the threat of
homegrown terrorist cells.”

land is one of the greatest emerging threats to the
United States. In recent years, we've seen numerous
cases of American citizens actively planning to murder
their neighbors—including you, me, and our relatives
and friends.”?> Fear of radicalization within the United
States led to the “Violent Radicalization and Homegrown
Terrorism Prevention Act of 2007,” based on the premise
that “[tlhe promotion of violent radicalization, home-
grown terrorism, and ideologically-based violence exists
in the United States and poses a threat to homeland
security.”?¢ This anti-terrorism act passed the House of
Representatives by a vote of 404-6, but the Senate did
not take it up.

In September, 2006, the Senate Committee on
Homeland Security launched a five-hearing investigation
into the threat of homegrown terrorism, culminating
in a 2008 report entitled “Violent Islamist Extremism,
the Internet, and the Homegrown Terrorist Threat.”%’
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The report conceded that the radicalization process
necessary to homegrown terrorism “has been less likely
to occur in the United States than in other countries,”
noting factors such as “the cultural influence of the
‘American experience,” “the absence of a sympathetic
audience in the United States,” and America’s “long-
standing tradition of absorbing varied diaspora popu-
lations.”?8  Nonetheless, the Committee warned that
“radicalization is no longer confined to training camps
in Afghanistan or other locations far from our shores; it
is also occurring right here in the United States.”??
The Commiittee cited a “recent rise in acts of homegrown
terrorism planning and plotting” and hypothesized
that this “may be an early warning that domestic radi-

authors noted, “is proliferating in Western democracies
at a logarithmic rate.”®* Starting the radicalization
process does not mean that an individual will engage
in a terrorist act, but radicalized individuals “may serve
as mentors and agents of influence to those who
might become the terrorists of tomorrow.” The study
recommends increased i